CHAPTER XX
THE SECOND WORLD WAR :   THE YEARS OF VICTORY
I. THE CONQUEST OF LIBYA
THE autumn of 1942 marked the turning point of the war. The
previous summer had witnessed the maximum effort put forward
by the three Axis Powers and had brought their arms to their high
water marks at the gates of Egypt, on the Volga and the northern
bulwarks of the Caucasus, and on the frontier of India. Their
efforts to carry these victorious advances to decisive conclusion
were now to be frustrated, and the tide of their advance turned
backwards, by the Allied successes at El-Alamein, in north west
Africa, and at Stalingrad.
General Alexander, as has already been stated, in mid-August
took over the Middle East Command from General Auchinleck,
and General Montgomery that of the Eighth Army. Reorganisa-
tion, re-equipment, and training were at once taken in hand, and
preparations were expedited to meet the new hostile attack which
was recognised to be imminent.
Marshal Rommel at this date had at his disposal the equivalent of
five German and nine Italian divisions; as against these the Eighth
Army, after all its reinforcements had come in could put into
line on the forty mile-long El Alamein front five infantry divisions
(44th British, gih Australian, 2nd New Zealand, ist South Africa,
and 5th Indian) and t\vo (yth and xoth) armoured divisions. The
German commander, as had been anticipated, attempted to break
through the XHIth Corps on our left wing and drive northwards
to the sea so as to encircle the XXXth Corps holding the centre
and right of our line. But this powerful thrust encountered equally
strong resistance on the Alam Haifa ridge, which blocked its north-
ward sweep into our rear, and our counter blow, threatening to
cut off the Axis armoured troops from their supporting infantry,
forced Rommel to call off his attack and abandon the bulk
of the ground gained. This repulse cost the enemy some 5,000
casualties as against our 1,600, as well as heavy losses in tanks, guns
and vehicles; but the real importance of this battle of Alam Haifa
was that the Axis forces in Libya there lost their last chance of
decisive victory.
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